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SECRET			 	 –	“The	Poet”2					 The	scholars	who	have	taken	up	the	task	of	writing	about	Bob	Kaufman	have	most	often	done	so	in	response	to	a	perceived	demand:	the	lack	of	Kaufman	scholarship,	readership,	anthology,	publicity,	canonization.	The	basis	of	this	need	is	clear:	Kaufman	is	almost	never	included	as	even	a	third-string	Beat,	a	fringe	Surrealist,	or	an	underappreciated	Jazz	performer.	To	the	committed	readers	of	Kaufman	–	and	almost	all	of	his	readers	seem	to	be	committed	ones	–	it’s	unforgivable.	These	various	canons,	major	(mid-century	American	poets,	Beat	poets)	and	minor	(Jazz	poets,	American	Surrealists),	are	clearly	missing	one	of	their	most	important	members.	The	task	is	to	reintegrate	Kaufman	into	the	company	it	seems	he	has	been	omitted	from,	the	company	he	deserves.		This	process	had	worked	before	–	plenty	of	forgotten,	marginalized,	underappreciated	writers	have	been,	to	varying	degrees	of	success	or	fullness,	posthumously	canonized	along	with	their	white/male/western/popular	contemporaries,	decades	after	their	work	had	been	underappreciated.	The	goal	is	an	important	one,	and	has	been	at	hand	for	literary	scholars	for	quite	some	time.	Kaufman	is	a	clear	candidate	for	retroactive	canonization,	so	clearly	central	to	mid-																																																								1	Bob	Kaufman,	The	Ancient	Rain:	Poems	1956-1978	(New	York:	New	Directions,	1981),	81.		2	Ibid.,	70.		
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century	American	poetry	and	so	thoroughly	wiped	from	its	collective	memory.	All	that	is	needed	is	literary-critical	access.	The	writer	uncovers	the	buried	Kaufman,	digging	past	layers	of	publishing	and	reprinting	inattention,	writing	through	police	brutality	and	shock	treatment,	reimagining	a	Guinness	award,	jealously	acknowledging	the	superior	Surrealist	sensibilities	of	little	French	journals	–	voila!	The	muted	Kaufman	is	silent	no	more.		The	problem	is	that	once	the	critic	has	overcome	all	the	resistance	–	the	capitalist	publishing	industry,	the	prison	system,	the	white-dominated	west	coast	poetry	setting,	the	public	demands	of	aesthetic	production	–	she	is	resisted	by	the	poetry	itself,	and	by	Kaufman	the	poet.	Along	the	lines	of	Claude	Pelieu’s	back	jacket	blurb	of	Golden	Sardine	–	“in	spite	of	his	continuing	exclusion	from	American	anthologies,	both	Hip	&	Academic”	–	Kaufman	has	excluded	the	anthology,	the	academy.	His	public,	and	his	poem,	are	not	theirs.	I	am	not	suggesting	that	Kaufman	isn’t	critically	neglected,	or	that	this	critical	neglect	is	inconsequential:	I	am	simply	not	considering	Kaufman’s	critical	neglect	as	a	critical	prerogative	of	mine,	or	its	rectification	a	priority.	It’s	certainly	not	a	priority	of	Kaufman’s.				 Every	time	they	elect	me	President,	I	hide	in	the	bathroom.	–	“Song	of	the	Broken	Giraffe”3		 If	i	can’t	be	an	ugly	rumor	i	won’t	be	the	good	time	had	by	all.		–	“The	Traveling	Circus”4		 																																																										3	Kaufman,	Solitudes	Crowded	With	Loneliness	(New	York:	New	Directions,	1965),	34.		4	The	Ancient	Rain,	25.		
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relation	between	the	poet	and	his	poem,	and	I	may	read	the	poem,	too,	as	the	real	image	of	the	poet	that	marks	his	death.	I	read	from	“Bonsai	Poem	III”:		 		 Lately,	since	formulating	mystic	parables	of	my	own,			 People	ask	me	what	do	I	know	all	about	China––		 And	do	I	think	Surrealism	will	spread	to	Iowa––		 Or	would	winning	the	Pulitzer	Prize	have	saved	Chessman,		 When	I	answer	that	I	am	writing	the	Great	American	Suicide	Note,		 The	sniff	my	clothes	and	leave.18			I	read	this	poem,	too,	as	commentary	on	Kaufman’s	Chessman	Reels,	insofar	as	it	deals	expressly	with	the	themes	and	figures	from	the	Chessman	saga,	and	is	formulated	as	an	answer	to	a	question,	a	real	comment	in	response	to	political,	aesthetic	questions,	and	a	question	about	redemption	from	death.	This	poem	calls	forth	questions,	cites	Kaufman’s	work,	and	does	analytical	work	to	bring	the	work	and	the	questions	together	–	it	is	precisely	a	criticism.		And	I	think	that	this	last	question	about	Chessman	is,	actually,	answered	by	Kaufman,	when	we	trust	our	arranged	network	of	Kaufman’s	work	as	poet-critic.	Kaufman	acknowledges	the	demand	of	his	own	mythic	poet-criticism,	referring	to	his	writing	as	“mystic	parables.”	I	read	Kaufman’s	poem	in	the	mystical	sense,	in	that	it	defies	public	relations	of	subjectivity	and	knowledge,	political,	aesthetic,	theological,	etc.	And	I	also	read	Kaufman’s	poem	in	the	parabolic	sense,	in	that	the	poem	demands	and	contains	commentary,	is	a	realized	sign	of	its	truth.	The	parabolic	is	the	mystical	commentary	itself.	So	when	reading	these	poems	(the	Chessman	saga,	with	“Tidal	Friction”	and	Bonsai	Poems	III	as	commentary)	in																																																									18	The	Ancient	Rain,	39.		
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some	cannot	see,”	“heard	everywhere,”	but	not	by	all.	And	the	silence	in	jazz,	like	the	Ancient	Rain,	drowns	out	the	noise.	Kaufman	writes:	“When	Parker,	a	poet	in	jazz,	gave	[…]	His	music,	his	life	[…]	Our	poet	wore	lonely	death,	Leaving	his	breath	in	a	beat.”14	Parker	is	a	poet	like	Kaufman,	seeking	“the	mystery	of	life.”	He	leaves	“his	breath	in	a	beat,”	just	as	Kaufman	spits	“breath	mists	of	introspections”	so	that	he	remains	“in	the	air.”15	But	what	do	they,	the	Poets,	seek	in	the	“mystery	of	life”?		How	do	they	seek	the	stone	reality	in	the	realm	of	symbols,	or	listen	to	the	silence	in	the	music	heard	everywhere?		I	read	from	Kaufman’s	letter	to	the	editor	of	the	San	Francisco	Chronicle,	which	closes	Golden	Sardine,	immediately	following	“O-Jazz-O”	and	“War	Memoir:	Jazz,	Don’t	Listen	To	It	At	Your	Own	Risk:”		Men	die,	as	all	men	come	to	know,	sooner	or	later,	at	any	rate	either	way,	men	die.	On	that	all	men	can	depend.				 //			 […]	there	is	a	silent	beat	in	between	the	drums.			 That	silent	beat	makes	the	drumbeat,	it	makes	the	drum,	it	makes	the	beat.	Without	it	there	is	no	drum,	no	beat.	It	is	not	the	beat	played	by	who	is	beating	the	drum.	His	is	a	noisy	loud	one,	the	silent	beat	is	beaten	by	who	is	not	beating	on	the	drum,	his	silent	beat	drowns	out	all	the	noise,	it	comes	before	and	after	every	beat,	you	hear	it	in	beatween,	its	sound	is			 	 	 	 	 	 	 		 	 	 	 	 	 	 Bob	Kaufman,	Poet16																																																											14	Solitudes,	44.		15	Ibid.,	57.		16	Golden	Sardine,	80-81.		
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The	drums	silenced	in	“War	Memoir”	take	on	a	new	beat	here.	To	silence	the	drums	is	to	play	the	silent	beat,	to	go	“beatween.”	To	silence	the	drum	is	to	drown	out	the	noise.	And	when	Kaufman	silences	the	poem’s	drum	in	“War	Memoir”	“that	we	may	hear	the	burning	[…]	and	remember	the	stereophonic	screaming,”	the	first	of	these	things	(hearing)	becomes	for	us	like	the	second	(remembering)	and	joins	audibility	to	our	readings	of	memory.		It	is	of	some	use	for	me	to	suggest	that	silence	and	hearing	are	to	each	other	what	forgetting	and	memory	are	to	each	other.	I	may	connect	the	one	relation,	the	new	one,	to	the	one	I	have	read	and	discussed	earlier.	My	earlier	reading	suggested	that	the	poem	is	the	place	in	which	memory	is	also	forgetting	–	when	we	“remember	the	stereophonic	screaming”	we	also	blot	it	out,	silence	it.		But	this	is	not	necessarily	the	extent	of	the	connected	reading;	the	poem	is	the	place,	to	some	degree,	of	Kaufman’s	“mystery	of	life,”	the	place	where	we	listen	to	Kaufman’s	silent	jazz,	at	our	own	risk.	The	close	of	Kaufman’s	letter	shows	a	real	and	very	clever	poetic	arrangement	along	these	lines:	the	silent	beat,	the	beatween,	both	before	and	after,	is	a	space	between	the	poem	and	its	writer,	the	blank	of	the	letter	before	its	final	address.	And	it	is	also	“Bob	Kaufman,”	and	“Poet,”	the	silence	beatween	taking	its	form	in	the	signature,	a	formal	aspect	of	the	letter	which	is	in	the	poem,	but	is	not	poetry.	In	the	letter’s	fitting	close	Kaufman	also	slyly	follows	up	his	uncertainty	from	“Afterwards,	They	Shall	Dance”:			 	Whether	I	am	a	poet	or	not,	I	use	fifty	dollars’	worth			 	 of	air	every	day,	cool.		 In	order	to	exist	I	hide	behind	stacks	of	red	and	blue	poems		 	
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And	open	little	sensuous	parasols,	singing	the	nail-in-		 	 the-foot	song,	drinking	cool	beatitudes.17				 Kaufman	is	“Poet”	in	the	silent	beat,	but	an	ambivalent	subject	in	the	“nail-in-the-foot	song.”	The	subject	is	a	poet	in	silence	–	the	silence	of	the	beatween,	the	space	on	the	page,	is	constitutive	of	Kaufman	as	poet.	In	the	poem’s	silence,	the	silence	in	(and)	between	the	drumbeat,	the	poem’s	beat	does	not	“hide”	its	poet.	The	poet	is	present	in	the	poem	of	silence,	and	“drowns	out	all	the	noise,”	while	the	poet	










While	jazz	blew	in	the	night		 Suddenly	they	were	too	busy	to	hear	a	simple	sound		 They	were	busy	shoving	mud	in	men’s	mouths,		 […]	But	even	the	fittest	murderers	must	rest		 So	they	sat	down	in	our	blood-soaked	garments,		 And	listened	to	jazz		 	 lost,	steeped	in	all	our	death	dreams		 They	were	shocked	at	the	sound	of	life,	long	gone	from	our	own		 They	were	indignant	at	the	whistling,	thinking,	singing,	beating,	swinging,		 They	wept	for	it,	hugged,	kissed	it,	loved	it,	joined	it,	we	drank	it,		 […]	When	guiltily	we	crawl	back	in	time,	reaching	away	from	ourselves		 They	hear	a	familiar	sound,		 Jazz,	scratching,	digging,	blueing,	swinging	jazz,			 And	listen,			 And	feel,	&	die.28			 	 	 	 	 -O-JAZZ-O	War	Memoir:	Jazz,	Don’t	Listen	To	It		 	 	 	 	 	 At	Your	Own	Risk			 While	Jazz	blew	in	the	night		 Suddenly	we	were	too	busy	to	hear	a	sound		 We	were	busy	shoving	mud	in	men’s	mouths,		 […]	But	even	the	fittest	murderers	must	rest		 So	we	sat	down	on	our	blood-soaked	garments,		 And	listened	to	Jazz		 	 lost,	steeped	in	all	our	dreams		 We	were	shocked	at	the	sound	of	life,	long	gone	from	our	own		 We	were	indignant	at	the	whistling,	thinking,	singing,	beating,	swinging		 Living	sound,	which	mocked	us,	but	let	us	feel	sweet	life	again		 We	wept	for	it,	hugged,	kissed	it,	loved	it,	joined	it,	we	drank	it,		 […]	When	guiltily	we	crawl	back	in	time,	reaching	away	from	ourselves			 We	hear	a	familiar	sound,			 Jazz,	scratching,	digging,	blueing,	swinging	jazz,		 And	we	listen		 And	we	feel		 And	live.29			 	 	 	 	 -War	Memoir:		 	 	 	 	 	 Jazz,	Don’t	Listen	To	It	At	Your	Own	Risk																																																									28	Golden	Sardine,	78-79.		29	The	Ancient	Rain,	32-33.		
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all	we	are	is,	all	we	are	is,	air	we	are	in	a	hole	in	space.		 	 	 	 –	“Second	April”39	
																																																								39	Ibid.,	72.		
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